Select assassination panel on rough trip 


We may or may not find out 
whether Lee Harvey Oswald and James 
Earl Ray acted alone. The storm-tossed 
House Select Committee on 
Assassinations promises it has leads 
which could prove they did not. 

The only thing that the committee 
has produced so far is evidence that its 
erstwhile chairman, Henry Gonzalez of 
Texas, was the victim of a plot. 

Gonzalez, a large, swarthy, assertive 
man wearing a rust-color corduroy suit, 
took the floor to describe the 
conspiracy. He was forced off the 
committee after he tried to fire its high- 
powered chief counsel, Richard 
Sprague. 

During his speech, Gonzalez 
reinforced the impression long since 
formed of him ■— that he is not what 
you would call a judicious man. He also 
demonstrated, additionally, that he is 
no diplomat. He mimicked and mocked 
his colleagues, Rep. Shirley Chisholm* 
of New York, and D.C. delegate, Waiter 
Fauntroy. 

He charged House Speaker Thomas 
P. O’Neill Jr., w*ho was in his small, 
uncomfortable audience, with failing 
him in his hour of need, when Gonzalez 
retreated to Texas to lick his wounds — 
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“I never even got a get -well card,’ 1 
Gonzalez cried 

Nor was he able to reach his leader, 
although O'Neill had taken his side. 
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and had instructed Majority Leader 
Jim Wright of Texas to be the mediator. 

Gonzalez at length resigned from 
the committee. Mem beat were shocked. 
It wasn’t exactly as if the Senate 
Watergate Committee had chosen Sam 
Pash over Sam Ervin, but it was, for 
many, a horrendous precedent. 

A delegation of members went to 
the Speaker during this period when 
the committee shuddered and cracked 
under the Sprague-Gonzpiez hostilities, 
and converted him of its right to life. 
Richardson Preyer of North Carolina 
found O’Neill particularly susceptible 
to the suggestion that the committee 
had reason to believe that Lee Harvey 
Oswald, the Kennedy killer and Jack 
Ruby had known each other. 

They further pointed out that 80 
percent of the American people, 
according to the Gallup Poll, were 
unpersuaded by the findings of the 
Warren Commission. O’Neill is hung up 
on “credibility” of government this 
session — it was the reason he pushed 
so hard for the new code of ethics that 
the House reluctantly accepted. 

Politically, he did not want 
committee roefnbers, and especially its 
vociferous chief counsel, running 
around the country crying that they 
had been deprived of funds on the 
brink of breakthrough. 

With his blessing, the 


Assassinations 
“reconstituted.” The budget was 
slashed. The reprehensible electronic 
devices announced by the chief counsel 
were banished. The committee 
regrouped under the leadership of Rep. 
Louis Stokes (D-Ohio). 

Preyer, the nearest thing to an elder 
statesman that the House can boast, 
thinks that both the money-savers and 
the civil libertarians have been 
assuaged, and that the inquiry can now 
go forward along orderly and productive 
lines. 

Still, questions remain, questions 
beyond the assassinations themselves, 
that is. Martin Luther King Sr. said 
Congress did not want to know who 
killed his son, and that the 
investigation would be “a waste of 
taxpayers money.” 

The blacks have never been satisfied 
that J, Edgar Hoover, whose hatred of 
Martin Luther King Jr. has been amply 
documented, did everything he could to 
probe out the mysterious background 
of James Earl Ray, who, although 
apparently pen niless; took frequent 
foreign trips, wjth some sophisticated 
juggling of pa&fports. 

At the Rules Committee, where 
Stokes went to plead for a reprieve for 
the panel, the questions were not about 
the assassinations. They were about the 
chief counsel, Richard Sprague. 

Sprague is obviously a tiger in the 
garden of the House. 
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Committee was Why was Sprague retained, Stokes 


was repeatedly asked by hostile 
members? Because, said Stokes, using 
the word ’’dedication” a little 
excessively, Gonzalez’ charges against 
him had been disproved. 

And besides, if Sprague were fired, 
half or even more of the staff would 
clear out, too. despite their 
indescribable “dedication.” They would 
decamp in protest of the unjust and 
unfair accusations which Gonzalez had 
brought against Sprague. 

Stokes tried to tell the committee 
that he was sure he could tame thp 
tiger. They weren’t so sure. It sounded 
as if Sprague had barricaded himself 
into the Capitol and was holding the 
committee hostage. 

Gonzalez had unwittingly done as 
much as he could to preserve the 
committee. While members don't like to 
see a colleague passed over for an 
overbearing staff member, they aiso 
don’t admire Gonzalez, who made the 
House a laughing-stock by his inability 
to house break his tiger -counsel. 

The House Select Committee on 
Assassinations, inept and imperiled as 
it is, represents, all the same as Norman 
Mailer, an unexpected ally, said last 
week, the only game in town - - the last 
chance to find out if Oswald and Ray- 
acted alone when they fired those shots 
from which the country has just begun 
to recover. 
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